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A DESCRIPTION OF THE FIRE. 


(From the Milwaukee Sentinel.) 

M ILWAUKEE was visited on Friday night, Oct. 28,1892, by the most devastating fire in the city’s history, by which 
more than 800 buildings were burned, including.a score of large factories, wholesale houses and the Hansen ele¬ 
vator and malt house. 

There were 400 families in the Third Ward rendered homeless—probably 2,500 people. 

The flames, which started in the Union Oil Company’s building on East Water street, near Detroit street, fanned 
by a furious gale, swept eastward across toward the Menomonee river, and nothing could stay their resistless rush. 
Mighty billows of flames swept over blocks of buildings, jumped across streets and engulfed whole blocks. Thousands 
of people viewed the grand spectacle. All sorts of conveyances were hurrying about the Third Ward, loaded with the 
belongings of people on whose homes the flames were rushing. 

The entire fire department was powerless. Chicago, Racine, Kenosha, Oshkosh and other cities were asked for 
assistance, and by 10 o’clock engines and firemen from those places began to arrive. 

More than fifteen blocks of solid territory, including much of the most extensive wholesale district, was burned 
over, and more than 300 buildings, two-thirds of wdiich were frame residences, faded into smoke as fast as tissue paper. 

THE FIRE’S START. 

The fire started between 5:30 and 5:40 o’clock in the store occupied by the Union Oil Company, at 275 East Water 
street. At the time three fires in various sections of the city had called many of the engines out, so it was fifteen min¬ 
utes before a response was made to the alarm from the corner of Detroit and East Water streets. In a short time seven 
or eight streams had been directed upon the flames. There was a series of explosions, but in half an hour, after the fire 
tug Cataract and a dozen streams were playing upon the fire, the belief was general that the flames were under control. 
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It seemed as if the very current of the Milwaukee river was being emptied upon the red brick block. It was stated that 
the fire was caused by an explosion of an oil barrel—how it is not known. Thousands of people who, attracted by the 
continued alarms, had rushed to the vicinity and watched the fight between the great force of firemen and the puffing steam¬ 
ers, reached the conclusion that it was not much of a fire after all and went home. That was about 6:40 o’clock. Only 
black smoke issued from the buildings. 

Fifteen minutes later the tired firemen began to feel the enemy getting out of their grasp, and renewing their 
efforts, they fought with every weapon known to the art. It was useless. 

A gale blowing fifty miles an hour, driving the scorching heat and smoke of burning oil out into the faces of the 
firemen, defying all the water in the Milwaukee river and seeming only to gain in power as the stream was emptied into 
its jaws, was too much for them. The fire gained a footing in the adjoining store of the F. Dohmen Co., wholesale drug¬ 
gists. 

At 7 o’clock the big upholstery factory of Bub & Kipp, facing on Broadway, almost a full block away, began to 
blaze. The fire had started with the wind in the northwest, but it had now veered to almost due west, and merchants in 
the business section of the East side grew fearful. The flames had jumped across the stores on the east side of East 
Water street and had taken a newer grip in the big Bub & Kipp factory. 

THE CRASH OF FALLING WALLS. 

Five minutes more and Jacob Wellauer & Co.’s wholesale grocery store on the east side of Broadway, directly 
opposite Bub & Kipp’s, was in flames. It seemed as if a mountain of fire rolled across Broadway. One instant not a 
building on the east side of Broadway was in flames and the next the rolling waves of fire swept across the street and 
descended on the buildings opposite. In a moment they were wrapt in flames. A thousand streams of water could not 
stay such a conflagration in its march of destruction toward the lake. The walls of the three-story brick building on 
Broadway, formerly occupied as a cracker factory, but then vacant, began to totter, and warning voices urged the crowd 
back just in time. The whole front of the building pitched into the street. A few moments later the sides fell with a 
crash. 

Across the way from Bub & Kipp’s was the store of Roundy, Peckham & Co., wholesale grocers. It caught fire 
before the department was able to prevent it, and the Wellauer block, six stories in height, was soon in a connection of 
flame with the Milwaukee Chair Company and a vacant building owned by the Pfister & Vogel Leather Company. Next 
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to Roundy, Peckham and Co.’s, on Buffalo street, was a store belonging to the Pfister estate, and occupied by H. Sheftels & 
Son, wholesale grocers, next came W. H. Starkweather, wholesale tin plate, and west of this was the warehouse of the 
National Distilling Company. All three caught fire almost simultaneously. 

The destruction of the immense building of B. Leidersdorf & Co., which was filled with tobacco, was the most 
appalling yet attractive sight during the evening. The fire started here shortly before 10 o’clock and labored on the 
building up to nearly 11:15, when the walls came down with a crash. The smoke of the burning tobacco gave the flames 
a blue tint, and the hose directed against the building seemed utterly powerless in the unequal combat. 

Diagonally across East Water street was the Goll & Frank wholesale dry goods house. It had a miraculous escape. 
The fire was raging north, east and south of it, but it was saved. Shortly after 11 its destruction was looked for every 
moment, but the falling of the Leidersdorf building was the first positive assurance of its safety. East of it, at the 
northeast corner of Buffalo and East Water streets, was a two-story brick building occupied by Klann Bros., merchant 
tailors. It escaped in the same way. 

Meanwhile the flames had gone over the ground they had formerly missed, taking in the J. E. Patton Co.’s large 
paint, oil and glass plant, the store of J. P. Kissinger & Co. and the Milwaukee Art Glass works, opposite the block in 
which it had origin. 

The Leidersdorf building looked solid and indestructible, but the flames gradually working their way up, after a 
while came leaping out of the roof. Then came the crisis. A man shot in the breast falls in the way the corner walls 
fell. They tottered for a while, as if trying to balance themselves, then they bent over and down they came, covering the 
whole street from corner to corner with splintered stone and brick. Fortunately the firemen withdrew in time; no one 
was hurt. From the Leidersdorf building the fire spread to the buildings south of it. Inbusch Bros., the Mann Bag 
Company, Crystal Soap Co.’s factory caught fire one after another, although all the buildings east of them had long since 
been consumed. Among the latter was Bay ley Bros.’ iron foundry and Wirth, Hammel & Co.’s livery stables. 

RIEDEBURG & BODDEN’s VINEGAR FACTORY. 

There was a large vacant lot at the corner of Buffalo street and Broadway, north of the fire engine house, but that 
did not save it. South of the engine house, covering almost the entire south half of the block, was Reideburg & Bod- 
den’s vinegar factory, cooperage shops and warehouses. From this factory the flames leaped across Milwaukee street to 
the Hansen Hop & Malt Company’s elevator. No power could cope with the fire any longer. The abandoned Johnston 
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Bros.’ cracker factory on Broadway caught fire direct from the Bub & Kipp building. The Milwaukee Chair Company’s 
works came next, behind it the old furniture factory of Seaman Bros, came down, and from this point on the flames had 
full sway. All they encountered on their way toward the lake were wooden dwellings, frame warehouses, freight cars 
and coaches. 

The wind was still carrying the whirlwind of seething flame on toward Lake Michigan in a direct line with its 
starting point, and the scramble began. Chief of Police Janssen ordered his entire force to the fire and they assisted in 
getting out the furniture and household goods of the luckless families, who were forced to flee from the path cut out by 
the flames. Dozens of frame buildings, along Milwaukee and Jefferson streets, between Detroit and Chicago, as well as 
on Buffalo and Chicago streets, were licked up as if they had been outlines of paper. All these buildings were consumed 
within half an hour of the time when the flames leaped over Broadway and started in the Wellauer block. 

Suddenly the wind swept around as unexpectedly as before. Where it was northeast when the first alarm rang, it 
was now almost due south, cutting out a broad avenue of destruction toward the Milwaukee river and Lake Michigan. 
In its path lay the big freight sheds and yards of the Chicago & Northwestern road, together with the roundhouse and 
its valuable contents of rolling stock. 

Fifteen long trains of freight cars stood on the Northwestern tracks. When a billow of fire leaped across Van Buren 
street and touched the south end of the freight house a million dollars’ worth of railroad property was doomed. The 
south end of the freight house was filled wuth oil. Soon the smell of burning petroleum filled the air and a volley of 
explosions shook the earth. The low brick freight house stayed the onward sweep of the flame, but only for a moment. 
Through the square windows the red glow could be seen, and an instant later a shower of burning cinders floated away 
toward the lake covering a thousand freight cars filled with merchandise. On and on that terrible and resistless wave of 
fire was sweeping, consuming everything in its path. 

Having cut its path over to Jackson street from Broadway, the fire was now following the south wind down Broad¬ 
way, down Jefferson street, down Milwaukee street. Along Broadway it swept to the Weisel & Vilter Manufacturing 
Company’s plant at Chicago street, W. Toepfer & Sons’ sheet iron works, and to No. 10 Engine house on Broadway. 

It was about 9:30 o’clock when the first building on the northeast corner of the Milwaukee Gas Company’s plant 
began to burn. The gas works occupy the territory bounded by Milwaukee, Menomonee and Erie streets and the alley 
between Jefferson and Jackscn streets, The gas went out in many parts of the city and it was feared the works were 
doomed. 
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The Bethel Home, near the gas works, caught fire soon after. Wirth, Hammel & Co.’s livery stable on Broadway, 
containing hundreds of horses, was in the path of the flaming cyclone. Some horses were safely taken away, while a 
number were stampeded. The Laura Catlin Kindergarten also succumbed. Around on Erie street the W. Toepfer & 
Sons iron foundries and the Biedeburg & Bodden Co.’s Vinegar works were also destroyed, together with innumerable 
small buildings, saloons and residences. 

The valuable property of the Milwaukee Gas Company was almost entirely saved. When the fire began to head 
that way the tanks were sunk below the level, leaving nothing combustible above the surface. Thus the flames almost 
encircled the works without communicating to them. The malt house burned on the east, the Biedeburg vinegar factory 
and other buildings on the west, while there were countless structures in flames to the north, yet nothing on the property 
was destroyed but a coal-pile and one small building. 

The fire spent itself on the extreme southeastern side when it destroyed the Hansen elevator. 

The Hansen Hop & Malt Co.’s malt house, within a few rods of the border of Lake Michigan, with an adjoining 
elevator, made a brilliant display when they caught. The elevator, after smoking from the upper windows, suddenly 
burst into flame, and from the lower windows to the top of the high ventilating house it was all ablaze. As a howling blast 
of wind struck it, the flames swept clear across the street and in an instant the malt house proper, with its tall tower, 
broke out in spots of flickering fire. The elevator was so strongly built that it maintained its form long after the hottest 
period was past, and from the lower floors the burning grain poured into the street like the downpour of Niagara. Then 
from the windows of the large malt house and from the eaves came jets of bright green flame—gas from the heated malt. 
It was not long before the entire building was ablaze and the roar was tremendous. A large ventilating wheel in the 
face of the upper story was burning and whirling away like a huge St. Catherine’s wheel. The heat was intense 
within a block of the malt house and when the smaller malt house was thoroughly aflame it was a close call for the 
Tetort house of the gas company, only the most vigorous work of the men at hand with a hydrant ho3e and buckets of 
water saving the wooden building which adjoins the retort house. 

The tanks, which had been lowered, were subjected to another season of intense heat when the Biedeburg & Bodden 
Co. vinegar factory went. This factory, covering nearly half a block, was regarded for a long time as safe. When the 
stables opposite were burning, the flames swept across the street, but did not even crack the glass in the windows. Two 
or three times the flames seemed to catch hold of the west part of the factory, and once there was a fair start on the east 
building, but the brave firemen, standing in a heat that made their rubber coats curl, threw their streams and quenched 
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the promising buds of flame. But the three frame houses between the factory and the engine house caught and in a few 
minutes were all ablaze. That settled the fate, not only of the great factory, but also of the No. 10 engine house, which 
burned furiously from the ground to the top of the observation tower. 

In the neighborhood of the gas works, everything went—the elevator of the malt company, the malt house, the 
coal sheds of the Northwestern Railway Company for the storage of engine coal, the sheds surrounding the roundhouse 
(which had caught several times), but the immense plant of the Milwaukee Gas Co. had escaped. 

WHERE THE FLAMES WERE STAYED. 

For a long while it was believed that Fernekes’ Candy factory would be saved. The fire department fairly 
deluged the building with water. Streams were poured on it from every direction, but all in vain ; the devouring flames 
roared madly on, and once having gained a foothold in the building it was a matter of hardly an hour before it was 
reduced to ashes. But with the Fernekes building the backbone of the fire was broken, and the lone wall standing 
grimly at East Water and Erie streets marks the point where the flames were stayed. Firemen were still pouring heavy 
streams upon the molten mass, which was hissing and seething like a boiler cauldron. 

Here the greatest fire that ever visited Milwaukee had been cornered, and this boundary line will be marked as a 
spot of interest. The Fernekes building must have been a well-constructed structure as, like the Inbusch building, it 
long stood as an impenetrable barrier against the flames. If it had not been for the intense heat it is possible that both 
structures could have been saved. 

The brilliant pyrotechnical display which illuminated the city about 11 o’clock was caused by the burning of 
the building occupied by the A. Hilbert Chemical Company, which was located in nearly the center of this burned block. 
When the fire reached the oils stored in this structure there was a series of explosions, and a moment later solid sheets 
of flame began rising towards the heavens. It was a grand and awful sight, and the illumination caused by the oil was 
plainly distinguishable amid the mass of flame which covered the entire eastern horizon. 
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The total loss is estimated at $4,000,000 and the insurance foots up $2,798,221. 

The Chamber of Commerce appointed the following committees to receive funds and afford relief to the fire suf¬ 
ferers : 


Committee on Organization and Control. 


Finance Committee. 


E. P. Bacon, Chairman , 

F. G. Bigelow, Treasurer , 
C. C. Rogers, Secretary , 

J. E. Hansen, 

H. C. Payne, 

Washington Becker, 

Jas. Bryden, 


P. J. Somers, 
Patrick Cudahy, 
Rev. J. J. Keogh, 
J. G. J. Campbell, 
Frank Siller, 

Jas. Hannan, 

Geo. W. Porth. 


General Relief Committee. 


J. G. J. Campbell, Chairman , 
Rev. J. J. Keogh, 

James Hannan, 

George Koeppen, 

Frank Siller, 

Bernard Goldsmith, 


Adolph Meinecke, 

Rev. Judson Titsworth. 
Rev. James D. Foley, 
Paul J. Foley, 

Cornelius Corcoran, 

G. Frellson, 


R. D. Whitehead. 


Frank G. Bigelow, Chairman , John E. Hansen, 
PI. C. Payne, Patrick Cudahy, 

J. P. Murphy. 


Advisory and Employment Committee. 

Bernard Goldsmith, Chairman , Benj. M. Weil, 

Rev. J. J. Keogh, Matt. Keenan, 

Peter Doyle. 


Committee on Providing Quarters. 

J. E. Hansen, Chairman , John Johnston, 

Jeremiah Quin, Edward Barber, 

Emil Durr, 
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Up to the time of publication, contributions of money are as follows : 


Chamber of Commerce fund. $122,209 52 

Sentinel general fund. 6,501 60 

Sentinel fund for families of the two firemen killed. 1,033 75 

Sentinel firemen’s relief fund. 577 00 

Sentinel travelingmen’s fund... 20 00 

Her old fund. 3,250 93 

See-Bote fund. 492 65 

Total.$134,085 45 


In conclusion, too much praise cannot be bestowed upon Chief Foley and the brave firemen who risked life and 
limb in an almost vain endeavor to save the entire business portion of the East side—a fight in which two of their 
number, Henry Peddenbruch and Charles F. Stahr, lost their lives. 

Policemen, too, under Chief of Police Janssen, performed noble duty in assisting householders in removing their 
furniture, and undoubtedly a large amount of valuable property was thus saved from destruction. 

Gen. Falk and the State militia are also to be commended for voluntary duty performed in guarding the streets 
and saving portable property piled in the streets from depredation. 












In Pfmorinm. 


HENRY PEDDENBRUCH, 

AGED 34, 

CHARLES F. STAHR, 

AGED 26, 

Who Sacrificed their Lives in a Faithful Discharge of their 

Duties as Firemen, 


FRIDAY NIGHT, OCTOBER 28th, 1892. 





F, DOLMEN CO, M, BLOCH. UNION OIL CO., 

Wholesale Druggists. Wholesale Liquors. Where the P'ire Started. 


E. \X/. ANDREE, 

Wholesale Crockery. 





























































J. P, Kissinger Co,, 

Wholesale Liquors. 

Milwaukee N/|irror& 

F\rt Glass Works. 


JAS. E. PATTON CO,, 
Paints, Oils and Glass. 


GOLL & FI^ANK, 

Dry Goods Warehouse. 





























J, \X/ELL/\UER <& CO.—Wholesale Grocers, 
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ROUNDY, PECKMAM & CO, 
Wholesale Grocers. 


H- SCHEFTELS & SON, 

Wholesale Grocers. 

NATIONAL DISTILLERY CO, 
W. H, ST/RRKU/EATH ER, 

Tin Plate. 








B. LEIDERSDORF & CO 
Tobacco Manufacturers, 

I 


MILWAUKEE Bf\G CO 
INBUSCR BROS,, 

Wholesale Grocers, 







H, Penner&Co,, Crystal Soap Co, 

Wholesale Bedding, 

Pflugradt : Co, i A. «J, P| ilbert & Co. , 

Wholesale Conleetionei ■ Manufacturing Chemists. 


J, FERNEKES & BRO„ 
Manufacturing Confectioners, 

















J. E. PATTON CO,, 

Paiqt, Oil aqd Glass Warehouse, 


















No. 10 ENGINE HOUSE, 


[^lEDEBU^G & BODDEN CO. 
Manufacturers of Vinegar aqd Lion Yeast, 













MILWAUKEE GAS CO. 
















THE HANSEN 


HOP & MALT CO, 
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W, TOEPFEIS & SONS — Sheet Iron Works. 











WM' BAYLEY & SONS—IRON FOUNDERS 
















FREIGHT OFFICE OF C, & N, W, RY, CO 



























































































